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meat, but only interest. Walpole when he came to the Treasury
inherited this scheme and developed it, with the idea of converting
the National Debt (then nearly five millions) and paying a
lower interest—5 per cent, instead of an average of 8 per cent.
The scheme did not, of course, proceed from Walpole himself,
but he was the Parliamentarian responsible when the financiers
produced it. For the privilege of certain monopolies in trade
the South Sea Company would be willing to take over the
annuities which formed the bulk of the National Debt. The
annuitants would only get 5 per cent., instead of 8, but they would
have the chance of die very large profits which were expected
from the monopoly. The thing went through and was confirmed
by Act of Parliament on April 7, 1720—a memorable date in
English history.
There then arose the first of those fluctuations, sham ap-
preciations in the value of paper promises followed by violent
loss of value in the same paper promises, which have charac-
terized all speculation from that time to this. Now, the
characteristic of Walpole in the matter was not that his name
stood at the origin; that was only a technicality—he happened
to be the Parliamentarian involved, he was not the creator of the
idea. No, the interest of the South Sea Bubble in connection
with Walpole was the fact that, like nearly everybody else in
power, he had been ' let in on the ground floor5—he had acquired
or been given a number of shares, knowing very well that the
monopoly granted by Parliament would make those shares rise
rapidly in value. They multiplied by ten in no time; there was
a fever of speculation which pushed them up to this absurdly
inflated quotation, and Walpole sold at the top of the market.
When he had safely sold out, making a large fortune out of the
bamboozled public, he was careful to let the company sink in
the universal panic which followed. The ruined annuitants and
the great body of the duped public clamoured for victims.
Many a politician went under upon proof that he had cor-
ruptly benefited by the boom—but not so Walpole, Walpole
manoeuvred with skill, allowing those to sink who could not help
him, playing for the acquittal of those whom he thought might
be of service, and thus he maintained his huge, ill-gotten
fortune. By the next year, 1721, he was at the head of the
Government and once more Chancellor of the Exchequer.
This date, April 3,1721, is the foundational date of Walpole's
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